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A School Lunch War . 


T HE DEMOCRATS are pounding the House 
Republicans for proposing cuts in the school 
lunch and other child feeding programs. They 
say the Republicans are taking food from the mouths 
of needy babes to finance their tax cuts for the 
better-off. The Republicans reply that the Democrats 
are lying and that the school feeding budget would 
continue to rise most years by more than 4 percent 
In fact, both sides are right — and wrong. Under the 
House Republican version of “welfare reform,” total 
funding for the feeding programs would continue to 
increase but still be reduced in real terms. That’s 
more than the Republicans suggest but less than the 
Democrats would lead you to believe— and the likely 
spending levels aren’t the most important parts of the 
proposal anyway. The Republicans would do damage, 
but mainly through structural and rules changes that, 
as usual in such matters, have scarcely been discussed. 

'Hie feeding programs will cost an estimated $11.6 
billion this fiscal year. The Congressional Budget 
Office projects that five years from now the figure will 
be $15.1 billion if the programs remain in their 
present form and keep pace with inflation, enrollment 
and the rest The Republicans would instead abolish 
the programs, most of them entitlements, in favor of 
two block grants for which total spending would be 
capped. Five years from now the figure would be 
$13.2 billion. The lunch program would become the 
heart of one grant, spending for which by the fifth year 
would be 9 percent below what is projected for the 
same programs under current law. The WIC feeding 
program for women, infants and children would consti- 
tute the bulk of the other. Spending for this group 
would also grow, but more slowly than now; by the 
fifth year it would be 18 percent beneath the current 
projection. 


In the lunch program, however, many people have 
argued for years that there’s some room to cut. About 
a seventh of the money is used to provide a subsidy to 
middle-class students who don’t need it. The second 
block grant has also been drawn up so that the funds 
for WIC would largely be protected; the ax would 
mainly fall on lesser programs. 

On the other hand, as entitlements most of the 
feeding programs now expand automatically when the 
economy turns weak. In block grant form, they’d 
cease to perform this supportive function. Just as then- 
revenues were falling off, the states would have to 
come up with more money of their own or feed fewer 
children than under current law. The proposed distri- 
bution formulas for the new grants would also likely 
benefit the wrong states. At present, those with the 
most poor children get the most money. The new way 
would be to give more partly to those that serve the 
most meals, no matter the children’s incomes. Like- 
wise, the WIC program, which now accounts for more 
than a third of the infant formula sold in the country, 
includes a competitive bid requirement that has been 
shown to save millions of dollars a year. It would be 
scrapped in the name of greater state discretion. The 
program would also be opened up to manufacturers of 
certain kinds of foods now barred because they are of 
too little nutritional value to the children and pregnant 
women involved. 

The feeding programs, WIC especially, are mostly 
working well Maybe the lunch program ought to be 
shaved a little and the smaller programs bunched. But 
why, except for show and to score some ideological 
points, do more? The Republicans are in trouble partly 
because they’re trying to fix some programs that 
aren’t broke. The food block grants are a bad idpa 




